National Union of Women Teachers, folds 


WOMAN AND 
EVOLUTION. 











By LADY SYBIL SMITH. 


PRICE. ONE PENNY. . 





Published by the 
WOMEN’S FREEDOM LEAGUE, 1, Robert Street, Adelphi, W.C, 
CHANGE OF ADDRESS:- 
144, HIGH HOLBORN, LONDON, W.C. 
e Telephone :- Museum 1429. 





WOMAN AND EVOLUTION. 





‘The centuries have made us, forcing us into new practices, teaching us new habits, 
creating for us new capacities and wants, adding, ever and anon, to the soul 
organism of mankind features, which at first were but accidental peculiarities, 
which became little by little, qualities deliberately sought for and at length inborn 
and hereditary characteristics.’—Hssay on ‘ Medieval Love,’ Vernon LEE. 


OR all practical purposes we are too apt to regard ourselves.as the 
finished product of the ages and to lose sight of the fact that modern 
man is but a link in the chain of evolution. 

The thinker sees the world to be sick and is ever eager to try new 
remedies in the shape of social experiment, but the normal mind clings to 
the customary and is disposed to leave ill alone for fear of worse ensuing. 

How often is it said in objection to any new idea on social ‘reform: ‘“ You 

cannot change human nature:” the objector failing to see that the mere 

existence of the desire for reform proves a change in human nature, or rather 

a modification of it in some new direction. “Certainly the same forces of 

nature are at work in the being of the modern Englishman as in the being 

of the savage, but in the course of evolution natural instincts become 
changed, amplified and complicated almost beyond recognition. The same 
impulse animates the bestial craving of a Caliban for the object of his desire, 
the devoted selfless love of a Dobbin for his Amelia, and the spiritual 
passion of a St. Francis for all things living ; but in practice these phenomena 
bear little or no resemblance to each other. The very essence of Nature is 
an infinite capacity for modification, and nothing is more certain than that 
human material is plastic and that the human race is in a constant state of 
transition in obedience to the pressure of outside circumstance or perhaps to 
some innate impulse still unrecognised by science. What countless and 
widely varying phases must mankind have passed through in its descent, 
or rather in its ascent, from monkey-like ancestors to its present so-called 
civilisation. For our civilisation is very imperfect. Ignorance and destitution 
are widespread, Justice still peeps from under her bandage to favour the 
rich, and the strong grow fat at tie expense of the weak. Nevertheless, we 
progress. Two hundred years ago in Kingland felons were burnt alive, and 
a century has not yet gone by since young: children and women about to be 
mothers toiled naked in the mines, and the poor were hanged for petty 
larceny. ‘The end of this marvellous though painful and laborious process 
of development on our planet remains as obscure as is at present the origin 
of life. But may we not hope at least that evolution is leading us towards 
an ultimate unfolding of faculty and a high degree of morality as remote 
from our present conditions as they are from the brutality and instinctive 
unreason of primitive man? It is at all events a possibility worth all the 
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faith, hope and charity we are capable of bringing towards its fulfilment, all 
the more in that Science would have us believe that a retrograde movement 
of the race, a process of degeneration, is equally possible. 


Some anthropologists maintain that at the dawn of history, when man 
moved freely over the face of the earth and made no provision for the future, 
there was little mental or physical difference between the sexes, and that 
strict monogamy prevailed. They suppose the Veddas of Ceylon to be a 
survival of a people of this primitive type. 


According to this theory, only when man became domesticated did 
woman begin to lose some of her former vigour. 


The reason for woman’s inferior size and muscular strength as compared 
to man’s is doubtless to be found in the disability caused by the prolonged care 
of the child that remains helpless for so much longer a period than the young 
of any other animal. But whatever the cause of this disparity, it remains a 
striking fact, though under healthy conditions it is probably far smaller than we 
are accustomed to think. The unnatural habits of our town women, involving 
tight, inconvenient clothing and an insufficiency of air and exercise, tend to 
artificially increase their bodily weakness. With the majority of these 
women, child-bearing and its attendant functions become difficult, highly 
painful and even dangerous; but it is well known that among some savage 
races, and among our countrywomen who do hard field labour, these 
functions are, generally speaking, attended with hardly any suffering at all. 


Zoology shows that some animals-have developed along the female line 
at the expense of the male, as in the case of a certain spider, of which the 
male is described as a small parasite living on the female, with whom she is 
apt to deal in a summary manner when his agility fails to save him from her 
clutches. This suggests that differences in the mental and physical 
constitution of the sexes in any animal species are determined by external 
causes without reference, except indirectly, to the sex functions. 


Science teaches that the simplest and oldest manifestation of life known 
is in the form of sexless organisms that propagate themselves by cellular 
division or fission, and that the differentiation of the sexes came about 
through the gradual growth and increase of faculty by the slow forming of 
different organs for special purposes. It is part of the wonder and mystery 
of life that each individual is potentially of both sexes, and that one set of 
reproductive organs develops rather than the other as the result of some 
unknown prenatal stimulus. Does not this last fact point to the probability 
that, in spite of essential temperamental difference between the sexes, the 
intellect in both is intrinsically the same? 


When physical force alone ruled the world, woman, by reason of her acquired 
physical inferiority, sank into a condition of complete subservience to man— 
she became his slave, his absolute possession, as we still see her among 
some savage tribes and in most Oriental countries. The laws of natural 
selection and the survival of the fittest are presumably as potent factors as 
ever in the history of mankind, but it would seem that nowadays physical 
supremacy alone is no longer what best fits the individual to survive. 
Muscular strength conduces ever less and less to this end, while nervous 
energy, intellectual activity, endurance, strength of will to dominate, and the 
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power of combining with others to attain desired objects, are some of the 
qualities most necessary in the competitive struggle of modern life. For 
this reason women are more able every day to assert themselves and to make 
themselves felt otherwise than by the charm of their sex. 


It may be contended that neither sex is superior to the other, but that 
each is, in the widest sense, necessary to each; that woman is not neces- 
sarily man’s inferior in faculty because she is different from him in 
constitution, that her powers are the complement of his and that her strength 
corresponds with his weakness as his with hers. Man’s inferior in size and 
muscularity, woman is probably his superior in nervous force, and Forel, 
one of the acutest recorders of sex psychology, pronounces her man’s 
superior in will power though his inferior in creative imagination. 


Many centuries have gone by since the Spirit of Progress began to stir 
in the Woman of the West, urging her to cast off the yoke of man, " which she 
wears to his hurt as much asto her own. She is nearly free now, but still 
there are some bonds which hold her, and the end is not yet. 


May her complete freedom herald social conditions higher, wider and 
purer than any the world has yet seen. 


In a polygamous State, such as Turkey for instance, the entire responsi- 
bility of the maintenance of woman is thrown on man. In the strictest 
sense one sex is kept by the other, there is little prostitution and the sellf- 
supporting woman is unknown. Woman’s whole destiny, according to 
Eastern ideas, is to be a breeding machine and an instrument to mau’s 
pleasure and profit. As such, she is the absolute property of her father or 
husband. But though woman does the bulk of the labour of the country, 
her task is meted out to her according to her strength as we give work to 
our horses, and should she fall sick or r become too old for work, the char ge of 
her keep devolves upon her husband; she has no anxiety as to her future 
and none of the cares of a responsible member of the community. 


Possibly while still completely uneducated and in subjection, woman is 
happy and contented under such conditions ; whether she is the best possible 
mother for the risimg generation of a progressive race is another question. 
One might suppose that a life of unintelligent drudgery or one of equally 
unintelligent luxury would unfit her, to a great extent, mind and body, for 
the high function of maternity. 


Nevertheless such a condition as described above is the logical outcome 
of the theory that woman by reason of her sex is essentially inferior to man, 
should depend upon him, and must for ever remain unfit alike for the 
privileges and responsibilities of citizenship. ‘Those who cling to such 
theories should have the courage of their opinions as had Schopenhauer and 
declare themselves in favour of polygamy. 


It would seem that Nature, or as some prefer to call it—The Divine 
Impulse—is working in the white races to evolve a monogamous from a 
polygamous people. In spite of all conventional assurance to the contrary, 
the existence of eighty thousand prostitutes in London alone proves that 
monogamy, except as an ideal and in some individual instances, has not yet 
been in any true sense attained. According to statistics published by the 
London Female Guardian Society at the commencement of the year 1906, 
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there were upwards of eighty thousand women living more or less upon the 
wages of prostitution, and of these not less than one-tenth are removed from 
the ranks by death within the limits of their first year. 


Man of the Western nations has long been haunted by the ideal 
woman, in union with whom he should at last find himself a perfect and 
complete being. She has been imagined, pictured and desired by countless 
poets, thinkers and philosophers; man’s true companion ‘and twin soul— 
his complement, not his inferior—equal in power and importance if different 
in function—his fellow-labourer sharing with him the burden and stress of 
life and so lightening it for both. He is still pursuing this ideal, and many 
and strange are the phases he passes through on his way. 


When man began to form a more elevated idea of woman, and of love 
of woman, he separated love from passion in his thoughts and dealings. 
So on the one hand stands the wife, mother—and housekeeper usually— 
chosen by the contracting parties (without reference to the affections on 
either side), to whom is accorded respect, esteem and calm affection ; on the 
other hand stands the mistress for whom all passionate regard is reserved. 
The passional side of life is represented by an undertow of unfortunate 
women, generally without position or consideration. We find a regular 
example of this system in old Japan, where passionate love for a woman to 
be taken to wife was held irregular and almost improper. Prostitution is 
there legalised and regulated ‘by the State, and its necessity and desirability 
never called in question. ‘The prostitute 1s accorded her definite and recog- 
nised place in society. Among the Latin races much the same ideas still 
prevail, but the Anglo-Saxon races have formed another ideal with regard 
to the relation of the sexes. With them the matrimonial choice is left to 
the individual, and a man is by way of offering passionate love combined 
with affection and respect to the woman he desires to make his wife. She, 
after marriage, according to public opinion, has a right to expect fidelity 
from her husband (though not according to the law of England—vide the 
Divorce Laws). There are still many who would not hesitate to grant 
Government licences to purveyors of white slave traffic, and who consider 
the utter debasement of thousands of women a legitimate price to pay for 
the greater safety of man. (And this though all the evidence goes to show 
that unless both sexes are included in the enforced examination of persons 
leading an irregular life safety from contagion is impossible to attain). 
But thanks to the courage and devotion of Josephine Butler prostitution is 
no longer countenaced by the law in England. Nevertheless, we still find 
women divided in two camps for the satisfaction of man’s dual nature, and 
a large proportion of the ‘‘ weaker sex” living as prostitutes in the utmost 
degradation. ‘These are irrevocably cut off from any intercourse with 
respectable women, the mothers, sisters, wives and daughters of their male 
associates. Socially ostracised, beyond the chivalry and consideration of 
men, deprived of home life and domestic affections, they are debarred from 
any surroundings that might tend to wean them from their horrible trade. 
They sink from stage to stage of vice into an abyss of misery, and with 
hardly any exceptions die early of drink and foul disease. Those who 
devote their lives to the betterment of these wretched women tell us that 
few survive more than five years after taking to the life of the streets, and 
that for one woman who “goes wrong” from natural depravity ten are 
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driven to do so because of the impossibility of retrieving their position after 
the first or second fall or of obtaining honest employment where their 
history is known. A large proportion of them are seduced as children 
before the moral sense has had time to develop. Worse still, many women 
no more depraved by nature than any of their sisters take to this life from 
sheer pressure of starvation and dread of the workhouse. 


The writer knows a woman, a widow of thirty, who, too delicate and 
incompetent to work, became a prostitute in order to support herself and 
her five little girls, the alternative being the workhouse and separation from 
her children. There are many such cases. Consider these facts and 
remember that in London something like one woman in every thirty is a 
prostitute. : 

This state of things many would have us believe is necessary for the 
health and sanity of the male half of the population. If true, then are these 
poor women entitled to respect and consideration as essential to the well 
being of the State, and, as in Japan, should have their definite place in 
society. As things are at present, the honourable wives, mothers and 
daughters of England, held too pure even to hear of such matters, much 
less to.come in contact with prostitution in the persons of the females who 
practice it as a means of livelihood, indulge in virtue at the expense of their 
unhappy sisters. Surely if men individually would pause to face these 
hideous facts many would die rather than add to the demand for such an 
awful supply of human life. 

Not until woman’s political status is on a level with man’s is an 
improvement in her social status to be hoped for. In the first place her 
economic disabilities are largely dependent upon the lack of political power 
to protect her labour. It is undeniable that the possession of the Parlia- 
mentary franchise would empower women employed by Government to insist 
on union wages. Men in the Government employ have constantly availed 
themselves of this power with excellent results, As Government employs 
something like a twentieth of the self-supporting women of Great Britain 
it can easily be seen that to raise the pay of this twentieth would probably 
affect the scale of woman’s wages throughout the country. 


Moreover, woman’s political emancipation in Australia, New Zealand 
and Norway bore immediate fruit, in the shape of amended legislation with 
regard to sex questions and a more rigid enforcement of the law. For 
instance, a rise in the age of consent and the imposition of extreme penalties 
on convicted promoters of white slavery, equal divorce laws for both sexes 
and more equitable laws of bastardy, throwing when possible the burden of 
responsibility for the maintenance of the child upon the father. 


Woman’s political powerlessness is a sign that the nation regards her as 
inferior to man, and from this acknowledgment of supposed inferiority 
springs her social degradation. Not until woman is, in the eyes of the law, 
in every respect the equal of man is the same code of morals likely to obtain 
for both sexes. This would not only involve a higher standard of conduct 
for men, but a tacit acquiescence on the part of Society and public opinion 
that a woman’s private morals, like a man’s, concern only herself. 


It is by no means improbable that, in the course of ages, human nature 
may become modified in the direction of a diminution of the sex passion, but 
y ) 
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so long as human nature remains what it is at present, irregular unions are 
bound to occur among the less advanced types. Like goes to like, and the 
depraved will ever associate with the depraved, but it is intolerable that 
women not naturally vicious should be treated as outcasts; women who, did 
Society permit, would easily retrieve their position among the respectable. 


Stones thrown by the self-righteous at women “taken in sin” makes it 
impossible for such to “ go and sin no more.” The barrier that at present 
exists between women of the half world and the rest of their sex is entirely 
artificial. Married women openly mercenary in their immorality are 

acknowledged by Society, whereas young girls, betrayed as much. by their 
AN 59 fae or ignorance as by the cruelty of men, are trodden into the mud. 
Public opinion necessarily changes by slow degrees, but wider opportunities 
will in time enable woman to dictate the terms of her surrender to man. 


It is often pleaded in defence of a double standard of morals that men’s 
temptations are greater than women’s. ‘l‘his may be the case comparing one 
sex as a whole with the other, but it is obviously untrue as applied to those 
women who fall by the way. Unless overmastered by temptation of one 
kind or another,.no woman would deliberately adopt an irregular life when 
she has so much to lose by doing so, and so little to gain. That the tempta- 
tion is often an economic one is very probable. 


Throughout the animal kingdom, with the solitary exception of the 
human race, the males compete for the favour of the females, and so 
according to the laws of sexual selection have been in almost every case 
modified according to female taste. But men make choice of their brides 
from among their women, and consequently woman as a sex has developed 
those qualities that most appeal to man such as gentleness, submission and 
physical charm. With the march of civilisation considerations of property 
began somewhat to interfere with the operation of the law of sexual selection, 
and now the vast change during the last century wrought in the economic 
position of weman by the introduction of machinery is likely in great 
measure to transfer the power of selection from the male to the female sex. 
Hitherto, such power of selection as woman possesses has been usually 
directed towards the choice of a strong and masterful protector for herself. 
It is noticeable that bodily strength and prowess in man still appeal above 
all other characteristics to women of primitive type. But with her growing 
independence woman begins to demand different qualities in her mate, 
qualities such as sympathy, gentleness and self-control, and in obedience to 
Nature’s laws, man will become modified accordingly. 


No one can deny the fact of woman’s increasing independence, though 
many deplore it. To the feminist it is a healthy sign of the times. Here in 
England, for economic reasons, women are being drawn more and more every 
day into the labour market. An ever-increasing number of women find 
themselves thrown upon their own resources and must either work or starve 
or resort to the third terrible alternative as described above: At present 
something like half of the whole sex are wage earners. It has become 
impossible in a monogamous state and under modern conditions of labour 
for the male sex to provide for the maintenance of the whole female sex. 
Wives living at the expense of their husbands can at most form but a small 
majority, for few men are now able or willing to hold themselves responsible 
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for the well-being of their nearest unmarried female relatives. So it comes 
about that, besides the domestic work performed by the married, a large pro- 
portion of the work of the country is done by women. Nevertheless, they are 
still prevented from entering into free competition with men in the working 
world. Working women are handicapped in many ways in the struggle 
for existence both by law and by public opinion; they are in nearly every 
case paid less than men for the same work done and are excluded from 
many trades and professions they are perfectly competent to practice. In 
the name of humanity and in the interests of the race, let these handicaps 
be removed ! 


There appears to be an impulse at work now-a-days towards specialisa- 
tion in all forms of labour, even in domestic labour. For instance, the 
education of children and the nursing of the sick are already in the hands of 
specialists, and the production of countless necessary household articles 
formerly left to the housewife is now pees cart cent ge Possibly 
in the future among the poorer classes, instead of all household duties 
devolving upon one overworked woman, the cooking, washing, cleaning and 


~baby-minding will each be effected by specially trained women just as is at 


present the case among the upper classes. Such a possibility is not 
necessarily incompatible with home life, for each family might according to 
some such plan inhabit adjoining houses or separate sets of rooms in one 
‘building, meals could be sent or fetched from a common restaurant, and each 
block might contain a general laundry and créche. However, as yet all this 
exists only in the speculations of theorists, though the trend of civilisation 
towards the economic independence of women seems to point in some such 
direction. | 


In the ideal State, women bearing or nursing children should unquestion- 
ably be exempt from any but the lightest labour (which is far from being 
the case under our own Constitution), but. there remains a large residue of 
spinsters, widows and married women, either childless or with children too 
old to need their care, on whom many duties and responsibilities might fall, 
to the great advantage of the community. At present female labour, owing 
to its cheapness, is in many cases displacing male labour. Therefore a rise 
in woman’s economic value would, it is hoped, enable many married women 
now earning inadequate wages, to remain at home while their husbands 
obtained the employment that the pressure of underpaid female competition 
now helps to render so precarious. 


The same causes that have driven the working-class woman into the 
shop or factory and the middle-class woman into the professional world 
operate to deprive the rich women of all obligatory employment. ‘The wife 
of a landowner a hundred years ago was perforce a busy and useful person. 
The production of most of the household necessaries went on under her eye. 
She superintended the education of her daughters, and the relief of the poor 
at her gates was practically in her hands. But now-a-days ten minutes in 
the morning spent in giving orders to secretary or housekeeper suffice to 
regulate a large household. Children are from birth brought up by experts, 
and the relief of destitution is provided by the State. Women of the upper 
classes are instinctively driven to find an outlet for their energies, and hence 
what is called “social ambition” and its attendant vices and follies, ‘They vie 
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with. each other in the costliness of their clothes, the luxury of their houses 
and lavishness of their entertainments, while an expensive standard of living 
tends towards late marriage and a consequent increase of prostitution. The 
ability thus worse than wasted should find scope in public service, for the 
capacity and altruism expended under the old system in private almsgiving 
are just as surely required now that the State has made itself responsible for 
the relief of destitution. 


Already an increasing number of women of leisure spend much of their 
time in philanthropic or municipal work. Were it customary to give girls 
of the upper classes a solid training and liberty freely to follow their bent, 
then would the nation gain a host of invaluable public servants, and escape 
from many of the social evils of to-day. 


That chafing of the modern young woman against home restrictions, so 
often deplored, is but a manifestation of the craving for work and 
responsibility common to progressive humanity, and a sign of advance in 
this generation. 


The spirit of womanhood is needed everywhere to temper the masculine 
spirit, and to draw out the full powers of both. The race suffers when one 
sex develops at the expense of the other, for ultimately the interests of both 
are identical. If one sex goes to the wall, both suffer. Not till the feminine 
element pervades our political life as well as our social life shall we see 
woman able to make her own terms, and the same moral standard applied to 
both sexes alike. 


What does woman’s demand for the Parliamentary vote signify ? 


The vote represents, of course, certain actual tangible privileges; but 
above and beyond these it is to woman the certificate of her equality with 
man—the hall-mark of her co-responsibility with him, and the acknowledg- 
ment of her equal importance to the State. It is the sign that her opinions 
and wishes are as worthy as his of attention—in short, it confers on her the 
degree of citizenship. 


Men alone so far have made a poor business of Society. Who knows 
what men and women shoulder to shoulder may not do ? 
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